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Modern drama in China is known as huaju or spoken drama, 
distinguishing it from the traditional song-dance theatre. It emerged 
in the 1910s, following the style of Western theatre and was 
considerably inluenced by students’ activities. 
Zhejiang University, a prestigious Chinese university with a history 
of over a century, started its drama activities as early as 1937. The 
Heibai Drama Society (‘heibai’ is the transliteration of the written 
Chinese characters ‘black/ white’) was founded in 1990 and has 
performed around ifty productions in various styles. The majority of 
the participants are students from different disciplines, sharing a great 
interest in theatre.
Our performance of The Orphan of Zhao aimed at drawing more 
students to the theatre, and helping them to obtain a deeper 
understanding of Chinese classic theatre on the stage. We have 
presented the play from the perspective of contemporary Chinese 
university students.
The drama focuses on portraying Cheng Ying, an ordinary man, as 
a righteous person who keeps his word. The production begins with 
the orphan’s coming-of-age ceremony, and then adopts lashback to 
recount the massacre and the salvation of the orphan. After learning 
the truth, the orphan is determined to seek revenge. However, 
his enemy is his foster father. He faces a dilemma: either commit 
patricide or become a traitor, turning a blind eye to the persecution of 
his family.
The stage design is simple: three red silk ribbons and four wood 
blocks make up our set. Nonetheless it embodies Chinese elements 
and oriental aesthetics.
-- Gui Ying (Director)
黑白剧社《赵氏孤儿》2009
年首演广告。
Poster for the premiere 




Having learnt his true life story, 
the orphan faces the dilemma: 
to kill his foster father or to 
avenge the Zhao clan. 
公主恳求程婴帮助把婴儿带出宫，程婴跪地相拒。
When the Princess irst begs Cheng Ying to take her son out of the palace, Cheng 
kneels down to refuse the request.
照片由浙江大学黑白剧社提供
Courtesy of Heibai Drama Society, Zhejiang University
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As one of the genres in the big family of clapper theatre (the name 
relecting the importance of the use of wooden clappers in its music), 
yuju has been popular since the eighteenth century. It is now mainly 
performed in the area of Henan and northern Anhui provinces.  
The inal lyrics of Cheng Ying Saved the Orphan are: ‘He chooses 
to endure and stick to his faith, but not the relief of a quick death. 
Through all the ordeals, he shows he is a man full of noble aspiration 
and daring.’ The play appeals to that exact precious quality in our 
culture. 
In order to save the orphan, the guard Han Jue ended his life with 
a sword, Cai Feng, the maid, chose to die rather than yield and 
Gongsun Chujiu sacriiced his life. The leading character, Cheng 
Ying, not only lost his own son, but also suffered for sixteen years 
raising the orphan of Zhao as he had to bear people’s belief that he 
had betrayed the Zhao clan’s trust. Finally he died to save the grown-
up orphan. Yet, the rescue of the orphan is not to do with revenge, 
but rather to demonstrate people’s unyielding faith, and that justice 
prevails. It symbolizes the whole nation’s attitude towards ‘good’ and 
‘evil’.
History allows us to voice the yearning of humanity for these qualities. 
Let us learn from history, and pray that the national spirit will stay with 
us for eternity.
-- Zhang Ping (Director)
程婴向守卫韩厥明以大义，希望
他让自己和孤儿共同离开王宫。
Informing the guard Han Jue 
of his just cause, Cheng Ying 
hopes that he and the orphan 




Having been misunderstood by 
General Wei Jiang, Cheng Ying is 
severely beaten. The orphan, who 
has just learnt his own true story, 
rushes in to beg his adoptive 




The maid is tortured to death 
but remains unyielding in her 
determination not to reveal the 
orphan’s whereabouts. 
照片由河南省豫剧院提供
Courtesy of Henan Yuju Theatre
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Our life today is full, disorderly, busy, stressful and constantly moving 
with the times. Interpersonal communication is supericial, while 
distrust and loneliness are common problems for many people today. 
I live in a modern age, but my soul is not satisied with the status quo. 
I am not content that my outlook is constrained to what is right before 
my eyes, nor am I content that my works can only relect the present. 
I believe that my soul can wander around at will, traversing throughout 
different dynasties and eras.
The story of The Orphan is touching, compact, and intensive. On one 
hand, the orphan immediately caught my attention; the state of mind 
of modern people is similar to that of the orphan. Deep down in our 
hearts, we are lonely, no matter whether our parents are still with us 
or not. As the innate goodness of a newly born baby (according to the 
Chinese concept) contrasts with acquired worldly possessiveness, we 
are puzzled at which course to follow. On the other hand, Cheng Ying 
emphasizes his integrity, responsibility, and his code of conduct. Shall 
he follow the rule of a human being, or follow the rule of the world—
gaining ‘success’ on a secular level? The two issues collide, yet they 
are also two sides of one theme.
Thus, the theme of the production boils down to: ‘Facing the 
predicament, I have to make a choice. I do not want to choose, but I 
must face the predicament.’





Zhuang Ji (the later orphan’s 
natural mother), kneeling 
downstage, is punished by 
her husband because of her 
affair with her uncle-in-law. 
The consequences of this 
incident yield the pretext 






Having made the plan to save the 
orphan, white-haired Gongsun 
Chujiu throws himself on the 
sword held by Cheng Ying, who 
has given up his own son to 
replace the Zhao’s offspring. The 






3 -14 September 2006, the Michoo 
Theatre Company presented the 
Korean version of The Orphan of 
Zhao in Seoul. Inspired by Korean 
performers’ excellent singing and 
dancing skills, Tian Qinxin worked 
out an abstract version, in which the 
orphan was played by two actors, one 
male and the other female.
照片由田沁鑫戏剧工作室、中国国家话剧院提供
Courtesy of Tian Qinxin Theatre Studio & National Theatre Company of China
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Staging The Orphan of Zhao is part of a commitment at the RSC 
to engage with Shakespeare’s global peers and bring less known 
international classics to a British audience.  
James Fenton adapted the play from a range of Chinese sources; 
allowing us to choose the threads of the story that would work best for 
this production.  We discovered a version where the Princess does 
not die in giving up her son, and therefore survives into the second 
half of the play where she is reunited with the Orphan and this felt like 
a great development of the plot and is something we have retained 
in this version.  We have also made one major addition to the play, a 
inal scene that acts as a kind of ‘epilogue’ and completes the story 
of Cheng Ying.  We felt that especially to a Western audience this 
sacriice is perhaps the hardest to understand and needed a sense 
of closure, beyond the end of the Orphan’s story of revenge.  This 
epilogue allows us to retain the structure of previous versions, and the 
traditional arc of the Orphan’s story, whilst creating a space at the end 
of the play to complete Cheng Ying’s journey.
Greg Doran, the director, did a lot of research into Chinese theatre 
traditions and visited China with Niki Turner the designer to get ideas 
for the production; this was very useful in terms of understanding the 
culture from which the story comes.  A key part of our process was 
then to ilter the elements of this rich and fascinating culture that were 
useful to us and a company of Western trained actors in the telling 
of our story.  The range of voices and experiences in the rehearsal 
room meant we as a company were asking the same questions our 
audience would in approaching the play for the irst time, allowing 
us to ensure that this complex story was clear and exciting for an 
audience who, on the whole, do not know it.
-- Zoe Waterman (Assistant Director)
屠岸贾在训练灵獒神犬。
Tu’an Gu trains the Demon 
Mastiff in his compound.
程婴之子的鬼魂（右）将自杀了的父
亲拥入自己的怀里。此为全剧结尾。
The ghost of Cheng Ying’s son 
(right) cradles his dead father at the 




Han Jue (right) decides whether 
to save the orphan, brought to 
him by Cheng Ying (left) at the 
city gate.
照片由皇家莎士比亚剧团提供 
Courtesy of Royal Shakespeare Company, photograph by Kwarme Lestrade.
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Yueju, also known as shaoxingxi, is a popular regional song-dance 
theatre originated from tea-picking ballads in the lower reaches of the 
Yangzi River. Absorbing stage conventions from other older genres, it 
developed quickly in Shanghai in the 1930s and it is now welcomed in 
many areas in China. 
In The Orphan of Zhao, Cheng Ying is the leading character, but 
he has never considered himself as a hero. He is depicted as a 
folk doctor, a ‘normal man’ who chose to rescue the orphan out of 
kindness and the sense of justice and sympathy in his nature.
He was not a man abandoning life, nor was he reckless in 
desperation. Having witnessed the guard Han Jue’s suicide after 
releasing the orphan, and Gongsun’s valour in saving the orphan, he 
inally decided to swap the infants (his own son with the orphan of 
Zhao) regardless of his wife’s objection. Being the eyewitness to the 
brutal death of both old Gongsun and his own child, Cheng bravely 
chose a long-suffering path of raising the orphan for sixteen years, 
despite being cursed and reviled by people who were unaware of the 
truth.
When the darkest time passed, Cheng Ying again faced the loss of 
a child whom he had treated as his own for sixteen years. He had to 
return the orphan to his natural mother, the Princess. Bidding farewell 
to the orphan of Zhao became even more painful than when he had 
lost his own son.
In the rustling autumn wind, the weather-worn couple leave the 
orphan behind with his natural mother in the palace. Their igures, as 
they walk away supporting each other, indicate the essence of one 
simple word: human. 
-- Yu Qingfeng (Playwright)
屠岸贾命令程婴棒打年迈的
公孙杵臼。
Cheng Ying is forced to beat 
the old Gongsun Chujiu.
孤儿明白了自己的身世，不希望程
婴夫妇离他而走。
Having learnt his life story, the 
orphan of Zhao does not wish the 
Cheng couple to leave him.
程婴把婴儿装在药箱里，希望偷偷跑
出王宫，不料被守卫韩厥拦住。
Cheng Ying attempts to smuggle 
out the baby concealed inside his 
medicine chest, but he is stopped by 
the guard at the palace gate.  
照片由上海越剧院提供
Courtesy of Shanghai Yueju Theatre
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From the very beginning of working on this piece, I had realism in 
mind. In this production only a small number of plots and structures 
were altered, and no perspective of ‘good’ or ‘evil’ was emphasized. 
Instead, the cast were asked to play a narrative character without 
being morally judgmental. As a director, I only provided a speciic 
choice for a character under a speciic circumstance.
For example, it seems sensible for the traditional villain Tu’an Gu to 
take revenge and for the orphan not to take revenge because of his 
gratitude to his foster father Tu’an. We let the characters make their 
own choices which best it in their circumstances. 
As for the scenography, I went for ‘emptiness’, but the seemingly 
empty stage actually contains numerous details. For example, about 
50,000 bricks were laid on the loor. It was mountainous work indeed, 
yet I was determined to create a kind of realistic mise en scène for 
the production. What I meant by ‘real’ included two actual horses and 
city-wall bricks. People can hear the sound of the gallop; it produces a 
wartime atmosphere. 
As for the acting, the cast were asked to be ‘marionettes’. When on 
stage, one should be both the puppet that performs, and the hand 
which operates it. Therefore, an actor can hopefully distinguish the 
different roles of the character and the self, and stay clear-headed by 
monitoring his or her own performance. Pu Cunxin who plays Cheng 
Ying has successfully done so.




Cheng Ying tells the orphan who he really 
is, expecting him to take his revenge, yet 
the orphan refuses to do so. 
孤儿得知真相后，陷入弑父还是报仇的两难境地。
Having learnt his true life story, the orphan faces the dilemma: to kill his 





The tranquillity of the horse 
is in distinct contrast to 
Cheng Ying’s anxiety in an 
act one monologue. 
照片由北京人民艺术剧院提供
Courtesy of Beijing People’s Art Theatre
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National Centre for the 
Performing Arts, China
中国国家大剧院 












Chinese artists started composing and performing Western style 
opera from the 1930s. The Chinese Orphan is the third original opera 
produced by the National Centre of Performing Arts (NCPA).
In 2011, NCPA presented the world-renowned Chinese story in the 
style of Western opera, while retaining the Chinese ideology and 
aesthetic perspective. The opera was intended to further the world’s 
understanding of China on a spiritual level by representing the classic 
Chinese concept of ‘righteousness’. It was revealed in the opera that 
sacriicing one’s life in this way represented the sense of value, and 
was what a righteous person should do.
The form of music is vital to an opera. Our composer and orchestra 
integrated folk music into symphony, creating a beautiful and unique 
effect. The opera was solemn, stirring and touching. The upright men 
like Cheng Ying, Han Jue and Gongsun Chujiu laid down their lives 
for a just cause, displaying the spirit of gentlemen during the Spring-
Autumn Period (770BC - 476BC).
-- Guan Bo (Producer)
面对两个婴儿，程婴的妻子渐渐明白了
丈夫的想法，她悲痛绝望。
Faced with two babies, Cheng Ying’s 
wife gradually understands her 
husband’s decision. She is devastated.
赵氏孤儿手刃仇敌屠岸贾。
The orphan of Zhao kills 
Tu’an Gu with a sword.
找不到赵氏孤儿，屠岸贾下令杀死所有与赵家孩子年龄相仿的幼童。前排歌队为恐慌的母亲。
Unable to ind the orphan of Zhao, Tu’an Gu demands all the children of a similar age to the 
orphan be killed. The choir in the front are panicked mothers.
照片由中国国家大剧院提供
Courtesy of the National Centre for Performing Arts, China
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Beijing Jingju Theatre
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Jingju, known in the West as Beijing Opera, is representative of 
traditional theatre in China. 
The traditional version of the Search and Rescue of the Orphan 
is adapted from the Yuan dynasty’s ‘miscellaneous play’ Wrongs 
Avenged by The Orphan of Zhao. Simply structured without distinctive 
characters, the piece lacks theatricality. However, its beautiful arias 
make the work appealing and the play is still performed today.
My grandfather Ma Lianliang, the founder of the Ma School, created a 
new production of The Orphan of Zhao in 1959, which represented his 
artistic ideals. One of Ma’s objectives was to produce operas which 
appealed to both reined and popular tastes. He believed that the au-
dience could appreciate the theatrical form better with a comprehen-
sive knowledge of the plot. Hence, in his Orphan, he designed eight 
acts around the protagonist Cheng Ying, comprising ‘The Messenger’, 
‘Smuggling the Orphan’, ‘Inspection at the Gate’, ‘Plotting‘, ‘Betrayal’, 
‘Interrogating Cheng Ying‘, ’Revelation’, and ‘Revenge’. The original 
story was thus for the irst time presented fully on a modern stage. Ma 
Lianliang described this production as ‘a lifetime’s knowledge of art 
devoted to Cheng Ying’.
The strong artistic appeal of the opera produced a great sensation 
around the country from its irst performance. Ma Lianliang taught this 
play to his disciples; and now the third generation of the Ma School, 
like Zhu Qiang and Mu Yu, are performing this classic all over China. 
With their own understanding and artistic contribution, they will pass 
on the work to their students.




Cheng Ying is beaten by General Wei Jiang, 
who mistakenly believes that Cheng had be-






After enduring years of humiliation, the old 
Cheng Ying decides to tell the grown-up or-
phan his true story. Ma Lianliang’s creation of 
the character Cheng Ying in 1959 has had a 






Cheng Ying tells the orphan that he would not 
have survived until this day without the help 
of all the heroes who died for the just cause. 
Cheng Ying is here played by Zhu Qiang, a 
third-generation student of the Ma School. 
照片由马连良艺术研究会提供
Courtesy of Research Association of Ma Lianliang Performing Art
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Hubei Experimental Huaguxi Theatre
湖北省实验花鼓戏剧院 















Huaguxi or Flower-drum Opera, is one of the regional song-dance 
theatres in the Hubei area, with a history of about 150 years. 
Developed from the local folk song and dance, it has been popular in 
the countryside. 
Premiered in 2002, The Orphan of Zhao has given over 300 
performances. It has been warmly welcomed by both urban and rural 
audiences. The main features of the production are as follows:
The plots of intrigue in court and revenge against evil were simpliied, 
whereas the protagonist’s wife and the orphan’s mother (the 
Princess) were given prominence. Their feelings towards their sons 
were depicted through touching songs and beautiful movements 
emphasising love and humanity while playing down the story of 
revenge. 
Reinforcing the singing parts to highlight the characteristics of the 
huaguxi. In scenes like ‘Han Jue Releases the Orphan’ and ‘Bidding 
Farewell to the Orphan’, large sections of monologues were adapted 
into songs with additional lines of lyrics. Thus the art of aria singing in 
the local opera is underscored.
Using local idioms and expressions, and the rise and fall of the tones 
of the dialect, the production conveys the grass-roots culture. For 
example, the use of a nursery rhyme throughout the opera adopted 
a folk tune to evoke the local colour of the Jianghan Plain in the 
performance.
-- Wu Peiyi (Producer)
庄姬公主请求医生程婴把婴儿装
进药箱，偷偷混出王宫。
Princess Zhuang Ji asks Doctor 
Cheng Ying to put the orphan in 
his medicine chest and smuggle 




Sixteen years later, the orphan 
meets his natural mother 
Zhuang Ji during a hunting 
trip. They immediately feel an 
affection for each other although 






Having learnt his true life 
story, the orphan and his 
natural mother pay tribute 
to all the heroes who have 
sacriiced their lives for them. 
The orphan swears to Cheng 
Ying and his wife: ‘You will 
always be my real parents!’
照片由湖北省实验花鼓戏剧院提供
Courtesy of Hubei Experimental Huaguxi Theatre
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